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1. Introduction
English language is a compulsory and major element of the education 
systems of Japan, South Korea, and more recently China.  There is no 
indication that this is going to change in the near future.  Over the last 
two decades the Japanese government has reinforced its importance 
by introducing English language as a required subject to elementary 
schools, and informal English classes at nurseries and kindergartens are 
becoming ever more common.  However, many students, and parents 
alike, question why English (or indeed any foreign language) should have 
such a significant place in the education system of a homogenous and 
economically powerful country like Japan.  If the average Japanese citizen 
were to be asked why English is important, they would probably assert that 
it is necessary to pass the entrance exams and enter a good university; they 
would not be wrong in this regard.  Does English have any intrinsic value 
for somebody who expects to live their entire life in Japan?  Why does the 
Japanese government place such importance on the study of the English 
language?  Why is it compulsory in South Korea and China?
To some extent we can answer these questions with the most obvious 
reply, which is that English is the most widely spoken second language in 
the world.  English is the lingua franca of business and academia, and can 
open whole new vistas of opportunity to those proficient in its use.  On 
the surface, this seems a very reasonable answer.  Yet, when we consider 
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the difficulty of reaching a sufficiently proficient level and the proportion 
of students for whom English is likely to be used on a regular, or even 
semi-regular, basis in adult life, not to forget the increasingly effective 
role of technology and automated translation, the proposition seems rather 
less reasonable.  In fact, this is to confuse the value of English itself with 
the broader value of studying a foreign language.  English is the foreign 
language of choice because it is the current lingua franca, but that is not 
the whole value of studying a second language.
Nevertheless, there are direct benefits for pharmacy students in 
studying English.  Until recently, community pharmacies have not 
had cause to expect many situations where proficiency in English is 
required.  However, such situations are certain to increase in frequency 
as the 2020 Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics approach for all medical 
practitioners, doctors and pharmacists in particular.  The number of 
annual foreign visitors to Japan has more than quadrupled over the last 
ten years; from 626,896 in 2009, the number grew to 13,413,600 in 2014, 
and to 29,355,700 in 2019 [1]-[2].  According to the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs and Communications, the number of foreign residents in Japan 
was 2,731,093 as of June 2018, and had increased to 2,829,416 as of June 
2019 [4, 5].  A document issued in 2018 by the Japan Tourism Agency in 
the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism also indicates 
that the Abe cabinet has now fixed new numerical targets for the number 
of foreign visitors to 40 million in 2020 and 60 million in 2030 [6].  These 
data points suggest that the number of foreigners likely to visit pharmacies 
in Japan will rapidly increase year by year.  Therefore, there is little doubt 
that pharmacists capable of proficiently communicating in English will be 
increasingly valued in the future.
This paper will consider several important aspects of English language 
learning for Japanese pharmacy students.  First it will discuss the 
establishment of an association established to contribute to pharmaceutical 
English education, as well as the publication of an English version of the 
Model Core Curriculum for Pharmacy Education.  Then it will consider 
the advantages for pharmacy students of studying English and acquiring 
a good level of proficiency.  Finally, it will describe the English program 
at Hoshi University and how it strives to meet the needs of pharmacy 
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students. The implications for the future will be considered in the 
conclusion.
2. Establishment of The Japan Association of Pharmaceutical 
English and textbooks covering model/core curriculum for six-year 
pharmacy education
The Japan Association of Pharmaceutical English （日本薬学英語研究会） 
was established in March 2007.  The objective of the association is to 
“contribute to educating promising pharmacists or researchers, through 
the thorough search for the ideal English education helpful in new 
pharmaceutical education.”  The association members are not only English 
teachers at pharmaceutical universities, but also those who specialize in 
pharmacy and are interested in pharmaceutical English education.
In March 2018, the Pharmaceutical Society of Japan （ 日 本 薬 学 会 ）  
published an English version of the 2013 version of the Model Core 
Curriculum for Pharmacy Education originally created by the Ministry 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT).  The 
English version, which was approved by the MEXT, was compiled because 
globalized medical education including pharmacy education is considered 
an urgent task for Japanese society.
As of December 2019, The Japan Association of Pharmaceutical 
English has published five pharmaceutical English reading textbooks and 
one pilot version of a conversational textbook useful for pharmacists [7]-
[12].  The four reading textbooks conform to the content of the specialized 
new model / core curriculum to nurture pharmacy personnel actively 
involved in the front lines of the science and healthcare fields.  Developing 
suitable pharmacy textbooks is a necessary and progressive step towards 
the success of pharmacy education in the era of globalization.
38
3. Advantages of acquiring a good level of English proficiency for 
pharmacy school graduates in Japan
Many pharmacy school graduates pursue their careers in hospital 
pharmacies or community pharmacies.  The pharmacies in central business 
or financial districts tend to require pharmacy school graduates to have a 
good English proficiency, as they need to deal with customers of different 
nationalities, especially where there are hospitals and clinics frequented 
by visiting foreigners.  Although doctors provide certain explanations of 
the medicines that they are prescribing, pharmacists are also obligated 
to provide information necessary for the patients to take them safely, 
including any potential side effects of the medication.  Some patients like 
to reconfirm with their pharmacists what kind of medicines they are taking, 
and when or how they should take them.  Some medical devices such as 
inhalers might be different from what foreign patients are used to in their 
own countries, so pharmacists will need to give directions as to how to use 
them.  Therefore, pharmacy graduates who can manage communication in 
English have a better chance of being offered higher paying jobs.
Some pharmacy school graduates work as researchers or medical 
representatives (MR) in pharmaceutical companies.  Researchers need 
to read English papers and documents to collect up-to-date information, 
as well as to communicate with other researchers and clinical research 
associates (CRA) and people who work in site management organizations 
(SMO) that support clinical trials.  CRAs work either in a pharmaceutical 
company or in contract research organizations (CRO) that outsources 
business for drug development.  MRs who work for a pharmaceutical 
company are considered to be a bridge between pharmaceutical companies 
and healthcare professionals.  They are all required to keep up with the 
latest clinical data and information on new products which are usually 
written in English.  MRs in foreign-affiliated enterprises need to have a 
good command of English and logical thinking ability.
It takes time, effort, and dedication when it comes to learning a foreign 
language.  Through foreign language studies, though, students will learn 
about foreign cultures, and enrich their understanding of the wider world 
in which they live.  Developing accuracy and fluency in foreign language 
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classes can also enhance students’ critical thinking skills.
In recent years, there have been an increasing number of studies 
investigating the benefits of being exposed to a foreign language at a 
young age.  These modern studies build on such celebrated works as The 
Architecture of Cognition [13], furthering our knowledge of how the mind 
develops and processes information.  For example, there is mounting 
evidence that the increased metalinguistic awareness, as well as improved 
analytical and critical ability, enjoyed by bilingual children can similarly 
be obtained by monolingual children exposed to secondary language 
learning at an early age [14]-[17].  Exposure to foreign sounds and words 
helps children to think abstractly about their own language [18].  Concerns 
that this may significantly harm the development of their mother tongue 
have proven to be misplaced.  Nor are these benefits likely to be lost, so 
long as education in foreign languages continues.
Furthermore, there are intercultural benefits of studying foreign 
languages [19]-[23].  In part this is because language and cultural meaning 
are intertwined.  The naïve notion that a foreign language is simply a 
coded version of one’s own native language can effectively be dispelled 
with the proper direction.  Well known examples of this can be seen in the 
Japanese phrases “Yoroshiku onegai shimasu （よろしくお願いします）” and 
“Otsukaresama desu （お疲れ様です）”, which are cultural constructs that 
cannot be readily translated into English.  Students learn not only how 
to communicate with foreigners in their own language, but how to cope 
with, understand, and accept “otherness” in foreign cultures.  This kind of 
“cultural knowledge” is at least as valuable as ability in the language itself.
Nor is cultural competence simply limited to being able to recognize 
and contrast the differences between cultures, which is to say knowledge 
of cultural codes.  Rather it involves being able to recognize the boundaries 
of one’s own culture and another, and learn how to occupy a third space 
between them that allows one to negotiate and manage the differences 
effectively and comfortably.  In effect, increased linguistic and cultural 
knowledge of another society deepens and sharpens our understanding of 
our own culture, including its strengths and its limitations.  It enables us to 
perceive things in new ways that would otherwise be obscured by our own 
cultural assumptions and predispositions.
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Research over the last few decades has also shown that there is no “cut 
off” age for second language acquisition.  Whilst young children certainly 
have different language learning strategies than adolescents and adults, 
being more naturally intuitive in their approach, there are no absolute 
limitations resulting from age on the degree to which a new language 
can be mastered.  There is no doubt that the earlier exposure to a foreign 
language begins, the easier it will be to achieve full fluency, but language 
acquisition can be begun at any age and is a skill that must be continually 
exercised.
4. English Program at Hoshi University
Hoshi University has five compulsory English classes for undergraduate 
students taken during years one to three.  In the first year students have 
two seminar classes per week.  The first class is led by a native speaker 
that focuses on improving speaking, listening, and general communication 
in English.  It deals with non-pharmaceutical topics and gives students the 
opportunity to consider how the issues are viewed by foreigners.  Since 
these are seminar classes, the class size is typically around 20-24 students. 
The second class is led by a Japanese English teacher and focuses on 
reading and writing in English.  It deals with science topics tangential to 
pharmacy, and gives students the opportunity to learn about new topics 
in a foreign language, improve their grammar, and exercise their writing 
ability.  Although chiefly a seminar class, the number of students in 
reading and writing classes is rather larger than speaking classes, at around 
33-36 students.
In the second year, students again have two seminar classes per 
week, and the first class is led by a native speaker.  The class again 
deals with non-pharmaceutical topics and seeks to build on the earlier 
foundational course by moving to a discussion-based format.  Problem 
solving and critical thinking are at the forefront of this class, with small 
group discussions and presentations.  Classes are slightly larger than in 
the first year, at around 24-28 students.  As with the first year, the second 
class is taught by a Japanese English teacher, but the focus is on practical 
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pharmaceutical English.  It introduces the specialty medical terminology 
necessary for communicating with patients and understanding simple 
English articles.  The size of pharmaceutical English classes is larger than 
discussion classes and is typically around 36-40 students.
Third year students only have one English class a week, which focuses 
on pharmaceutical terminology and medical articles.  It may be led by 
either a Japanese English teacher or a native speaker, and builds on all 
the previous English classes, requiring students to put their listening and 
reading skills to use in comprehending short pharmaceutical articles with 
a view towards discussing them in small groups and then producing basic 
discursive essays or group presentations.  The class size is about the same 
as the second-year pharmaceutical English classes.
Although there are no compulsory English courses after the third year, 
several elective courses are offered.  In the fourth year there are liberal arts 
classes taught entirely in English that require students to put the skills they 
have developed over the previous three years to use with challenging non-
pharmaceutical subjects.  These classes can range from very small to very 
large numbers of students, depending on interest.  In the fifth and sixth 
years three advanced courses are offered.  One class deals extensively with 
practical pharmaceutical English communication, the second class is an 
introduction to writing in English at an academic level, and the third class 
is a TOEFL class.  The practical pharmaceutical English communication 
class and academic writing course tend to be rather small, at around twelve 
students or so, and attract mainly the most motivated individuals, often 
those intending to join a study abroad programs.  TOEFL classes are rather 
large for a language course, usually consisting of 40 to 60 students.
In years one, two, and three, students take the TOEIC test as a means 
of independently assessing their English ability.  There are also study 
abroad programs that students are encouraged to join.  Students who 
join these programs also attend individual and small group tutorials with 
a native English teacher or Japanese English teacher and are urged to 
continue to do so after they return.
The curriculum was created to gradually develop students’ ability to 
think critically and make well informed independent decisions about both 
familiar and unfamiliar topics that they may encounter in their day-to-day 
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lives, now and in the future.  In particular, it is intended that students be 
equipped with the capability to meet the challenges of globalization, as 
outlined in the three policies of Hoshi University.  Overall, the curriculum 
seeks to complement and meet the government’s education policy 
objectives with regard to globalization.
5. Conclusion
The modern world is changing at an unprecedented speed and the 
challenges facing universities and students are increasingly varied and 
unpredictable.  Japanese society is facing a very different near future to 
any that it has ever previously known with domestic and global difficulties 
that may have profound long-term effects on the fabric of future society.  It 
is the responsibility of educators at all levels to do their very best to equip 
students to deal with anticipated and unanticipated problems equally and 
to the best of their ability.
Being able to step outside the preconceptions of one’s own society 
and think objectively about its relationship to other cultures and the global 
community is not an easy thing to do.  However, it is desirable to be 
able to do so, and studying a foreign language clearly has benefits in that 
regard. Even without a high level of proficiency, the process of studying a 
foreign language has the potential to build empathy and provide insights 
that would not otherwise be gained.  
Far from becoming obsolete through technological advancement, the 
study of foreign languages in general and English in particular is likely 
to become ever more urgent for developing the kind of well-rounded, 
educated individuals that will form the backbone of Japanese society in the 
future.  The ability to think critically and abstractly about the world will 
be of increasing importance to students both as future pharmacists and as 
future citizens.
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